Managing the toxicities of the aromatase inhibitors.
The aromatase inhibitors are increasingly used as adjuvant therapy in postmenopausal women with hormone receptor positive breast cancer. With additional experience using these agents, unanticipated side effects have become apparent. Women who experience side effects from adjuvant endocrine therapy are the individuals who derive the greatest benefits. Because noncompliance is highest among those who experience side effects, it is important that these symptoms be palliated. The symptomatic effects of aromatase inhibitors include: hot flashes, arthralgias, vaginal dryness and dyspareunia. Hot flashes may successfully be treated with either serotonin reuptake inhibitors or gabapentin. Counseling, vaginal moisturizers and lubricants can improve symptoms related to sexual functioning. The mechanism of arthralgias is uncertain and anti-inflammatory agents are seldom effective. Patients who experience severe musculoskeletal discomfort may necessitate switching to another endocrine agent such as tamoxifen. Physicians should be aware of 'silent' side effects. Screening for bone loss and hypercholesterolemia is critical and patients should be treated accordingly. Patients and physicians should openly discuss the short and long-term side effects of the aromatase inhibitors as many of these symptoms can be managed effectively. By optimizing quality of life on adjuvant endocrine therapy, noncompliance may be minimized.